Opportunities and challenges of behavior change support systems for enhancing habit formation: A qualitative study.
The formation of healthy habits is considered to play a fundamental role in health behavior change. A variety of studies on Health Behavior Change Support Systems (HBCSS) have been conducted recently, in which individuals use such systems to influence their own attitudes or behaviors to achieve their personal goals. However, comparatively much less research has been devoted to studying how the users of these systems form habits with the help of HBCSS, or to understanding how to design these systems to support habit formation. The objective of this article is to study HBCSS user experiences regarding habit formation through an intervention study targeted at establishing a healthier lifestyle. This study also aims to map habit formation stages, as suggested by Lally and Gardner, with the Persuasive System Design (PSD) model. The application domain is the prevention of metabolic syndrome, in which 5% weight loss can significantly reduce the prevalence of the syndrome. This study employs a web-based HBCSS named Onnikka, a lifestyle intervention designed for the prevention of metabolic syndrome for participants who are at risk of developing a metabolic syndrome or are already suffering from it. The system under investigation was designed according to the principles of the PSD model and Behavior Change Support System framework. Lally and Gardner's research on the stages of habit formation were used to study the extent to which the Onnikka system was able to enhance the development of new habits. A total of 43 Onnikka users were interviewed for this study during and after a 52-week intervention period. The research approach employed here was hermeneutics, which leans ontologically toward the social construction of reality, gained through language, consciousness, and shared meaning. In addition, the system's login data and participants' weight measurements were utilized to build an interpretation of the results. The findings of this study suggest that IT habits appear to have a strong linkage with use adherence, whereas lifestyle habits did not seem to be directly related to the 5% weight loss among study participants. Moreover, habit formation stages provide a possible explanation for why self-monitoring, reminders, and tunneling were perceived as especially valuable features in this study. For sustainable weight management, holistic e-health interventions are required, and the PSD model offers a practical approach for designing and developing them. Recognizing the stages of habit formation provides additional valuable guidance for designing systems that help shape an individual's habits.